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12 Virtual Collaboration and Online
Communication in Education Programs

Natasa Ritonija, Marko Divjak

Abstract: In this paper, the authors discuss the importance of high-quality
collaboration and communication in virtual learning environments in order to
achieve the intended learning outcomes, satisfaction of participants and overall
success of the courses, which is most often measured by completion rates. First
we'll briefly describe the theoretical background, and then follow up with a
detailed empirical evaluation of the implementation of three different online
courses. These courses differ substantially in terms of scope, duration, intensity
of involvement, collaboration demands, communication tools, etc. An end of the
course survey was administered to all the participants of each course, in order
to find out their perceptions regarding different aspects of the course
implementation and to assess the impact on the outcome variables, such as
general  satisfaction and perceived improvement/development  of
communication-related skills. The survey results generally support previous
research findings on how virtual collaboration and online communication is a
key factor for a successful online course delivery. Moreover, the results have
also confirmed that thoroughly planned interaction between the students,
teachers and tutors and the choice of relevant communication tools to support
interaction is directly linked to a higher level of satisfaction with the course.

Keywords: Virtual mobility, virtual collaboration, online communication,
online course, online learning, higher education, MOOC

1 Introduction

According to the latest Erasmus Impact Study (2014), only 3% of students take
part in mobility programmes in Europe, which means that 97% of them do not
gain international and intercultural experience during their studies. Higher
education institutions have begun to realise that they are responsible for the
development of intercultural and global competences of their graduates. These
competences will enable the graduates to function successfully in a national
and international environment - as well as for those graduates who, for various
reasons, do not have the need to go abroad.
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In order to provide an international and intercultural experience, higher
education institutions and private providers have started to intensively offer
online learning, shorter and longer programmes, and to issue online degrees and
certificates. They have discovered higher education that is made available
globally is a new and growing market (Bruhn, 2017). MOOCs and MOOC providers
such as Coursera, Udacity, MiriadaX, as well as HarvardX and MITx are further
examples that are working at the global level. Online courses are available not
only to students but to every individual around the globe who would like to
expand their knowledge or improve their existing skills and competencies.

In recent years, two trends have emerged in higher education -
internationalisation and digitalisation. Projects dealing with collaborative online
international learning (COIL), virtual mobility (VM), or virtual transnational
education have shown that the link between digital and international education
is already a reality in many higher education institutions (Bruhn, 2017).
Concepts such as virtual exchange, telecollaboration, globally networked
learning, VM, and COIL have only just recently been coined. These concepts are
commonly used to label various aspects of internationalising conventional
higher education at the course or programme level and have proven useful in
facilitating the idea of virtual collaboration and communication.

There is a considerable amount of literature about open and distance education,
massive open online courses (MOOCs), and about the support that students
receive in gaining intercultural competencies and global awareness with the
help of virtual media. There is also substantial literature about virtual mobility
which deals with the concept of virtual mobility and its strengths and
weaknesses. Nevertheless, there remains a gap in the literature when it comes
to a framework for the various ways in which communications technology (ICT)
can be used to internationalise higher education and to enhance the virtual
collaboration and online communication between students.

The purpose of this paper is to present the basics of collaboration and online
communication in a virtual environment. The second part of the paper focuses
on an empirical evaluation of the implementation of three different online
education programmes (courses), focusing on the satisfaction and performance
of students in relation to collaboration and communication.
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2 Different formats of online courses (COIL, VM and
MOQOCs)

Developed at the State University of New York, collaborative online international
learning (COIL) is an especially successful model of virtual mobility (Bruhn,
2017). COIL unites classes from two (or more) countries online and in this way
“promotes interactive shared coursework, emphasising experimental learning
and gives collaborating students a chance to get to know each other while
developing meaningful projects together” (Guth, 2013). The term virtual mobility
is more frequently used in Europe and can be found in numerous European
documents while the term COIL is more frequently used in the US, especially
since the approach was developed by the State University of New York (De Wit,
2013).

The term “virtual mobility” cannot be simply put aside, as it refers to the
inclusion of international virtual experiences that are not necessarily based on
collaboration, but provide other forms of virtual travelling, including virtual field
trips and virtual internships (Vriens & van Petegem, 2011). Virtual mobility is
often seen as “one of the most flexible, versatile and inclusive approaches in the
provision of international experience opportunities” (Villar-Onrubia & Rajpal,
2016). Ritonija and Macek (2015) find that virtual mobility brings the same
advantages that physical mobility brings. Students are given access to various
experts from other international institutions as well as to various lectures and
learning materials, which are usually located far away from their home country.
Access to an international community of students is also an important
advantage, as students have the opportunity to develop intercultural
communication and raise their intercultural awareness, while learning how to
overcome potential cultural, social and political barriers.

Numerous higher education institutions across the globe now use and consider
MOOCs as a valid internationalisation instrument (Knight, 2014). These
examples demonstrate that online learning providers can transcend national
borders and enrol a large number of students from all over the globe. However,
offering online programmes does not automatically cross national borders or
have the same effects everywhere. Virtual universities have not always been
successful. The most important reasons probably lie in the failure to attract a
global target group, in the quality of programmes and intercultural issues
(Marginson & van der Wende, 2007).
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Bruhn (2017) says that we need to ask ourselves how ICT can help introduce the
global dimension into all types of higher education programmes. Many mission
statements of higher education institutions and objectives of national higher
education internationalisation strategies state that their aim is to prepare
students for a globalised world which challenges them to become global citizens
and, through global engagement, encourage global understanding, thereby
contributing to the global knowledge society. Higher education institutions that
offer different types of online courses in the global market can more easily
pursue their internationalisations goals, especially the development of
intercultural competencies with the help of virtual learning environments and
communication tools that enable synchronous and asynchronous
communication between students from all around the world.

3 Virtual collaboration and communication in an online
setting

One of the key elements contributing to student learning success and
satisfaction in online courses is related to learner interaction (Cummings at al.,
2015). Robyler and Wiencke (2004) state that, greater interaction in an online
learning environment contributes to a higher level of student satisfaction.

DOBA Business School's experience (hereinafter DOBA) in online course
implementation has shown that an ongoing and meaningful interaction
increases students’ satisfaction and success regardless of their prior experience
in online learning. There are several types of interaction and communication in
online courses: interaction between the students, the teacher and the tutor,
interaction with the learning environment, and interaction with the course
material. The interaction between different stakeholder (students, higher
education teacher, and tutors) is facilitated via communication tools, which
enable synchronous and asynchronous communication (Macek, Ritonija, ASanin
Gole et al., 2017).

Synchronous communication in online courses replaces the lack of live
communication. Asynchronous communication, on the other hand, enables
learning that overcomes geographical and time limitations. It offers students
the opportunity to be equally included in the study process as well as it allows
them to collaboratively gain knowledge and skills.

However, teachers cannot expect that all students will engage in course
activities, interact with other students and use the communication tools offered
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by the virtual learning environment. There is also a phenomenon of lurkers, who
will never actively engage in the study process (Gulati, 2004). Lurkers are not
frequent in online degree programmes or longer online courses but can be found
more often in MOOCs and free online courses. There are approximately 29% of
lurkers in DOBA's short (free) online courses, who log into the virtual learning
environment regularly, read the course materials, attend webinars and follow the
communication without interacting with the teacher, tutor or other students.

Since virtual collaboration is promoted by various team activities, Weller (2002)
points out one of the problems that can lead to the dissatisfaction of students
with online learning. Some students, who were used to study individually, have
difficulties adapting to collaborative learning and especially to situations such
as assessed team activities. This is also one of the major issues in for the online
courses at DOBA where students are expected to deliver team projects and
results but face inactive or reluctant students in their team.

4 Virtual collaboration and communication supported by
course activities

Communication and collaboration in an online setting requires strategic
planning while interaction in a face-to-face environment may occur naturally
and without thorough planning, designing or implementing.

Salmon (2000) developed the five stages online learning model, which includes
access and motivation, online socialisation, information exchange, knowledge
construction, and development. She states that the virtual learning environment
promotes student networking and socialisation, with a special focus on careful
planning of e-moderating. The online socialisation phase comprises of the
receiving and sending of messages, which helps students create a community
within the virtual learning environment. The students are thus connected by the
sense of working together for a common goal. The quality and effectiveness of
learning as well as the frequency of student interaction grow with each stage.

The online courses are prepared in advance which requires very careful planning
and structuring, especially for all of the students’ course activities. Teachers
dedicate a lot of time and effort to designing the course as an active learning
environment, making it different than a traditional study mode. Differences are
in the selection of relevant and interesting tasks and the choosing of appropriate
communication tools to support the tasks that encourage and support students’
interaction and communication (Ritonija, 2016).
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The course activities that enable students to gain experience in enacting or
simulating the performance of competent professionals in the real world have
to be selected by the teachers. The course activities can be classified in three
types: activities to absorb, activities to do, activities to connect (Horton, 2006).

DOBA has designed an interaction and communication model in virtual mobility
courses, and according to Horton's classification of activities (2006) the model
focuses mainly on activities to do and activities to connect in order to achieve
the learning objectives. This model has successfully been implemented in all
types of online courses (short virtual mobility projects with other higher
education institutions, online courses within the virtual summer school
programme, online degree programmes and online programmes in different
international projects such as e-PROFMAN).

Students are required to be in constant interaction and communication with
their classmates, the teacher and the tutor. Among the most frequently planned
activities at DOBA that promote virtual collaboration and communication are
discussions, debates, presentations, comments, project based learning
activities, team project activities, virtual round table debates, brainstorming,
role playing, etc. Other interactive and reflective writing activities are also
incorporated which help in raising the students’ awareness of their own learning
processes. Teachers also use activities that encourage students to become
actively engaged learners, responsible for their own learning.

5 Communication tools that support online interaction

For a successful implementation of an online course it is important that all
stakeholders are frequently interacting with each other and are also constantly
present in the virtual environment. Communication in the virtual environment is
an ongoing process, which takes place daily or even hourly during an online
course. This is the reason why teachers have to choose the most appropriate
communication tool and thoroughly plan the communication dynamic.
Communication tools support the course content and activities as well as help
students achieve their learning goals.

Teachers have access of a wide range of communication tools that are offered
in the virtual learning environment. Communication tools are chosen according
to different types of communication flows (e.g. teacher to students, student to
teacher or tutor, team of students to team of students, student to the whole
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group, etc.) and types of activities (e.g. discussion, simulations, project
presentations, role-playing, games, etc.).

The forum used to be the most commonly used tool in an online course.
However, evaluation of online courses in the last years shows that synchronous
communication tools are gaining in importance and that they are more
frequently used (e.g. Skype for Business, Blackboard Collaborate, Yammer,
WhatsApp) Some other tools, which are also often used, are Facebook, YouTube,
wikispace, Twitter, Padlet, etc.

In an online course a lot of different communication tools can be introduced and
used. However, it is important that students have no difficulties using them. Too
many tools used during the online course can have negative effects and can
cause a higher dropout rate. With too many tools to handle students feel
“technology overloaded” and can get frustrated.

6 Evaluation of three different online courses

The main objective of the empirical part of this paper is to compare three
different modes of online courses (in terms of scope, duration, intensity of
participants’ involvement, collaboration demands, communication tools, etc.)
and to evaluate them from the perspective of participants. We are particularly
interested in analysing participants’ satisfaction with the course, their
perceptions regarding the contribution of the course to the
improvement/development of (soft or transversal) skills as well as to assess
relevant predictors of satisfaction and the role of collaboration and
communication in a virtual environment. For the purpose of this empirical
evaluation, we will compare the following online courses, which are briefly
described below: Virtual summer school, e-PROFMAN and MOOC.

6.1 Description of the online courses

6.1.1 Virtual summer school

Virtual summer school was organised by DOBA in June 2017. Different modules
for different target groups were available but here, we will only refer to the
International Week with the course titled, “Creative Cross Cultural
Communication” that was targeted to domestic and international students and
that took place between 16th and 26th of June 2017. A total of 172 students
from 28 countries applied for the International Week - 71 of them were DOBA's
students (all who chose the Intercultural Management elective course were
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automatically enrolled in the International Week) and the rest were foreign
students. Eventually, 26 of 101 foreign students (25,4 %) did not enter the
learning management system (Blackboard) and another 25,7 % of foreigners
were “lurkers” — they were present in the learning management system but they
did not actively participate in the forum discussions and teamwork
assignments. Participation was free of charge.

The International week took place in the form of short individual and team
assignments in the Blackboard virtual learning environment and in the form of
webinars given by national and international lecturers, which were attended
online by all participants of the virtual summer school. In order to encourage
participation and collaboration and to maintain motivation, course activities in
the International Week were supported through collaborative technologies, such
as Blackboard Collaborate, Skype for Business, OneDrive, forums, chats, etc.

6.1.2 e-PROFMAN

The Joint Online Programme for Professional Development in Innovative
Management, Leadership and Strategic Communication — Macedonia, Slovenia
and Turkey - e-PROFMAN is an Erasmus + funded programme of the European
Union. The main purpose of the project is to create and implement the joint
online programme for professional development in innovative management,
leadership and strategic communication as a part of lifelong learning. More than
180 students applied for the e-PROFMAN programme but only 150 were
admitted. The programme was held from January 2017 until January 2018.
Students could choose from 8 different online course modules, with 5 of them
being mandatory. The course modules were from 3 to 4 weeks long and were the
following:

e From a Sparkle to a Flame: The Power of Creation;

e Linking Business, Strategies and Communications;

e How to Make Things Work: Achieving Results;

e Think Like a Leader, Act Like a Leader: Leadership Reasoning;
e Creative Business Instincts;

e Future Trends in Corporate and Marketing Communication;

e Intercultural Communications;

e Using Research @ The Workplace.

Altogether, 149 students were involved in 1 or more e-PROFMAN courses. The
whole online programme was organised in the Microsoft SharePoint platform.
Students were divided in internationally mixed teams and had to accomplish
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individual and team assignments on a weekly basis. Teachers also pre-recorded
some sessions and prepared the OER, which were used in the modules. Each
week one live session/webinar was organised, using Skype for Business. Since
the forums in the course did not support a transparent communication, the main
communication tools in the programme were Skype for Business, WhatsApp,
Viber and Facebook.

6.1.3 MOOC

In the context of the ERASMUS+ international project, DESTINY, DOBA designed
and developed a MOOC that was intended to increase knowledge of the
principles of effective teamwork and to contribute to development/
improvement of teamwork skills. This was not a typical self-paced MOOC with
minimal teacher - participant interaction. When designing the MOOC, DOBA
followed the principles of a c-MOOC (based on construction of knowledge by
means of interaction and collaboration). Those principles were upgraded by the
inclusion of interactive virtual sessions (workshops) that were moderated and
that enabled the participants to practice their teamwork skills.

The MOOC was organised in the Moodle platform and it was divided into three-
week modules. Each module was a coherent unit. The key topics that were
covered were the following: differences between group work and teamwork,
teamwork efficiency, team composition and team roles, and managing team
conflicts. Each module consisted of short pre-recorded video lectures,
compulsory literature sources and a few assignments. In each module there was
(1) a simple experience-sharing in a Paddlet (whiteboard), (2) a more in-depth
applicative forum assignment, (3) a short online test and (4) active participation
in the workshop (interactive virtual session). Collaboration and interaction
between participants was limited to forum discussions (they were encouraged
to comment, discuss and peer-assess the forum assignments of their
colleagues) and workshops (active participation in small groups of 5-6). For the
purpose of live workshops, Blackboard Collaborate tool was used.

The MOOC was targeted to different target groups in Slovenia (employed,
unemployed, students etc.). Eventually, 145 participants were enrolled in the
Moodle platform. The MOOC was implemented in March 2017 in the Slovene
language with participation being free of charge.
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6.2 Evaluation method and procedure

To evaluate each of the courses, it is possible to use data on completion rates
and the results of online survey questionnaires that were administered to all the
participants of a particular course. Generally, the main aim of using survey
questionnaires was to measure participants’ satisfaction with different aspects
of the course in order to analyse potential improvements before subsequent
implementations. Also, indicators such as the participants’ perception of their
improvement/development of skills, their future intentions to join similar
courses, willingness to recommend the course to others, etc., were also included
in the survey questionnaires. Although questionnaires to evaluate the Virtual
summer school and the e-PROFMAN programme overlap to a certain extent, no
uniform questionnaire was used in all three courses that would allow for direct
comparison of survey results.

Data on sample sizes and response rates in online surveys for all three courses
is provided in the table below. The response rates in the case of the Virtual
summer school and the MOOC range was around 30 %, while a substantially
higher response rate was achieved in the case of the e-PROFMAN programme
(almost 50 %). However, one needs to bear in mind that such samples are in fact
non-random self-selective samples. With such samples one cannot be sure if a
sample truly represents the population from which it was drawn. It often
happens that participants with more extreme viewpoints (e.g. those highly
satisfied or dissatisfied with the course) are more likely to self-select in a study
sample. Also, those who dropped out of the course are not included. Hence,
survey results should be interpreted with caution, having these limitations of the
survey samples in mind.

Table 1: Population and sample sizes of survey research in all three courses

Course Virtual summer school e-PROFMAN Mo00C
Total participants 172 149 145
Sample size 59 72 46
Response rate (in %) 343 48.3 31.7

6.3 Evaluation results

In this section of the paper the evaluation results for all three online course
formats are described and interpreted. In the case of the e-PROFMAN
programme, the summary of the evaluation results of all 8 online course
modules is presented. The students were asked to fill out the end of the course
survey after each course. This way we could monitor the students’ progress
regarding their level of online literacy from month to month. In this paper we
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focus only at the results of the whole e-PROFMAN programme and not individual
online course modules.

We first start with general evaluation indicators and then we continue with the
analysis of predictors of general satisfaction. Afterwards, the participants’
perceptions regarding the improvement/development of skills are tackled and
finally, we refer to obstacles and advantages of communication in a virtual
environment.

6.3.1 General evaluation of the courses

The participants of the three online programmes were generally satisfied with
the overall learning experience and/or the implementation of each course.
Participants in the MOOC were the most satisfied (M = 6.23) and participants in
the Virtual summer school were the least satisfied (M = 5.07). The e-PROFMAN
programme managed to fulfil the prior expectations to a large extent (M = 5.45),
however, the Virtual summer school was somewhat less successful in fulfilling
the prior expectations of participants (M = 4.75). Other indicators can also be
used to capture the general perception of the particular course. For instance,
nearly all of the survey respondents of the MOOC (97.7%) and 76.0% of the
survey respondents of Virtual summer school reported they would recommend
the course to their colleagues and friends. Also, 91.7% of the e-PROFMAN'’s
respondents and 76.0% of the Virtual summer school's respondents reported
they would participate in similar educational courses again.

Table 2: General evaluation indicators of the online courses

Course Satisfaction* Fulfilled expectations**
M SD M | sD

M00C 6.23 1.10 -

Virtual summer school 5.07 2.04 4.75 1.98

E-PROFMAN 5.84 1.53 5.45 1.56

*In the case of the Virtual summer school and the e-PROFMAN programme the following measure
of satisfaction was used: “Overall, I'm satisfied with this learning experience.” (1 - strongly
disagree, 7 - strongly agree). In case of the MOOC, the overall evaluation of the implementation
of the course was taken as a measure of satisfaction (1 - very bad, 7 - excellent).

**The following item was used: “The course has completely fulfilled my expectations.” (1 -
strongly disagree, 7 - strongly agree).

6.3.2 Predictors of general satisfaction with the course

In the case of the e-PROFMAN and the Virtual summer school the same
indicators were used to evaluate different aspects of the course learning
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activities and communication tools, so it is possible to directly compare the
scores for the two online programmes. Participants evaluated both courses
positively, with average grades above 5 on a 7-point scale (table 3 below). The

comparison of the two online programmes reveals that the average grades for
all aspects of the course are somewhat lower in case of Virtual summer school.

To assess which aspects of the course contributed most to the overall
satisfaction with the learning experience, we conducted linear regression
analysis with 6 predictors (aspects of the course) and overall satisfaction as a
dependent variable. The linear model for the e-PROFMAN data is empirically
well-supported as the multiple correlation coefficient accounts for R = 0.806,
which means that the predictors explain around 60 % of the variance in overall
satisfaction. The linear regression model is statistically significant (F(6, 66) =
20.405; p = 0.000). Standardised beta coefficients reveal three significant
predictors, which are all positively correlated to overall satisfaction.

Table 3: Predictors of overall satisfaction with Virtual summer school and e-PROFMAN

Virtual summer school e-PROFMAN
Aspects of the course ; .
. Standardised Standardised
(predictors)a M SD M SD
beta beta

The activities used in the
course were useful.

The activities offered enough
possibilities for cooperation | 5.34 | 1.58 0.038 5.95 | 0.96 0.049
between students.

The course offered a variety
of different assignments.

The online learning
management system was 528 | 1.78 -0.014 545 | 1.7 0.282**
well structured.

The communication tool for
webinars supported and
enabled communication 540 | 1.79 0.148 5.69 | 1.26 -0.212
between students, teachers
and tutors.

Communication tools used in
the course supported and
enabled communication 543 | 1.78 0.201 5.69 | 1.40 0.260*
between students, teachers
and tutors.

534 | 1.69 0.639** 5.82 | 1.09 0.495%*

537 | 1.55 -0.062 6.03 | 1.06 0.700

*Predictor is statistically significant (p < 0.05).
**Predictor is statistically significant (p < 0.01). Aspects of the course were evaluated on a 7-point
scale (1 - strongly disagree, 7 - strongly agree).
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The strongest predictor is the perception of usefulness of activities in the
course. The other two significant predictors are the perception of the online
learning management system being well structured and the perception of
usability of the communication tools used in the course.

In the case of the Virtual summer school, the same aspects of the course
(predictor variables) better predict general satisfaction with the course. The
multiple correlation coefficient amounts to R = 0.866 and adjusted squared
correlation coefficient to R2 = 0.721, which means that predictor variables
explain more than 70 % of variance in general satisfaction. The linear regression
model is statistically significant (F(6, 51) = 25.605; p = 0.000). In this model,
however, only one predictor proved to be significantly related to general
satisfaction. This is the perception of the usefulness of the activities in the
course, which has the highest standardised beta coefficient (the stronger the
perception of usefulness the higher the general satisfaction).

In case of the MOOC, different indicators were used to evaluate the course and
to assess their impact on general satisfaction, so the results cannot be directly
compared to the other two courses. Here, 10 indicators (elements/aspects of
the course) were entered in a linear regression model to predict general
satisfaction. The multiple correlation coefficient is very high (R = 0.925), which
means that indicators, that were included in the model, explain around 80 % of
the variance in overall satisfaction. The linear regression model proved to be
statistically significant (F(10, 26) = 15.381; p = 0.000).

Table 4: Predictors of overall satisfaction with the MOOC

Aspects of the course (predictors)a M SD Standardised beta p
Practicality of course contents 6.23 1.02 -.249 419
Appropriate resources 6.19 1.02 .201 .298
Types of activity assessment 6.05 1.22 438 .059
Work of course instructor 6.43 1.06 .097 .543
Tec-hnlcal support (befgre and 6.40 0.93 122 636
during the course, webinars)

The complexity of course activities 6.14 1.34 .014 .961
The complexity of the MOOC 6.10 1.38 141 743
The rigor of activities/assignments 5.95 1.28 -182 488
Interactivity of assignments 6.18 1.15 439 .090
Practicality of assignments 6.37 0.94 218 .452

Aspects of the course were evaluated on a 7-point scale (1 — strongly disagree, 7 - strongly
agree).

The analysis revealed two indicators with the highest standardised beta
coefficients: Interactivity of assignments and Types of activity assessment. In
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other words, the perceptions of these two indicators correlate the strongest with
general satisfaction (the more positive the perceptions the higher the general

satisfaction). However, both coefficients are on the verge of statistical
significance, which could probably be attributed to a small sample size.

6.3.3 Development of communication-related skills

Participants of the e-PROFMAN programme and the Virtual summer school were
further asked; to what extent did participation in the course improve different
sets of skills. Again, the same sets of skills were measured in both courses. Here,
we will only refer to communication and social/intercultural skills that are
closely related to the topic of this chapter. The results show that participation
in the e-PROFMAN programme substantially contributed to improvement of
both communication and social/intercultural skills (average grades around 6 on
a 7-point scale), while participation in the Virtual summer school was somewhat
less successful in that respect (average grades slightly above 5 on 7-point
scale).

Next, it seems that the perception of the improvement of communication and
social/intercultural skills is significantly positively correlated to the general
satisfaction (the higher the perception of improvement the higher the general
satisfaction). In case of the e-PROFMAN programme, the correlations are
moderately strong, but in case of the Virtual summer school, the correlations are
even higher, indicating strong relationship between the perception of
improvement of skills and general satisfaction.

Table 5: Improvement of skills in the Virtual summer school and the e-PROFMAN

Virtual summer school e-PROFMAN

M SD r M SD r
Communication skills 5.16 1.90 | 0.673** 6.06 1.09 0.520%*
Social/intercultural skills 5.45 1.70 | 0.741** 6.01 1.03 0.573**

Improvement of skills was evaluated on a 7-point scale (1 - not at all, 7 - very much).
r — correlation with general satisfaction
**Correlation is statistically significant (p < 0.01)

In case of the MOOC, different sets of skills were measured and evaluated. The
focus was on development of teamwork skills, which was in line with the topic
of the MOOC. It is evident from table 6 that all sets of skills were graded very
high (average grades around 6 on a 7-point scale), which indicates that
according to participants’ opinions the course has managed to contribute
significantly to development of skills for effective teamwork, particularly in a
virtual environment. As in the two other courses, all measures of skill
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development are significantly positively correlated to the overall
implementation of the course (measure of the general satisfaction), indicating
moderately strong and strong relationships.

Table 6: Development of the (teamwork) skills in the MOOC

M SD r
Teamwork skills (as an aggregate of knowledge and skills | 5.95 1.07 0.777**
focused on usability)

Teamwork skills for virtual teams 6.12 1.09 0.669**
Skills of learning in a virtual environment 6.05 1.22 0.684**
Skills of communicating in a virtual environment 6.10 1.06 0.606**

Note: 7-point scale was used (1 - very bad, 7 - excellent).

r — correlation with measure of the overall implementation of the course (indicator of general
satisfaction)

**Correlation is statistically significant (p < 0.01)

6.3.4 Obstacles and advantages of learning in a virtual environment

Due to specifics of learning in a virtual environment we were interested if
participants experienced any obstacles in online communication/collaboration.
The results described below refer only to the e-PROFMAN programme, because
this issue was not included in the evaluation questionnaire for the other two
courses. More than half of e-PROFMAN respondents (54.7%) reported
perceiving no obstacles, while others claimed that certain obstacles were
present. From the table below it is evident that the two most frequently reported
obstacles of effective communication were passive fellow students (85.3%) and
difficulties with building relationships online (61.8%).

Table 7: Obstacles of effective online communication in the e-PROFMAN

n=34
Obstacles f P,
Passive fellow students 29 85.3
Difficulties with building relationships online 21 61.8
Technical difficulties 15 441
Intercultural differences 9 26.5
Too many communication tools 8 23.5
IT literacy 6 17.6
Others 5 14.7

*The sum of % is larger than 100 as multiple answers were possible.

Next, we were also interested in investigating if the presence/absence of
obstacles in online communication during the e-PROFMAN programme is
anyhow related to general satisfaction and the perception of improvement of
skills. So, we compared the results of those who reported experiencing
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obstacles in the online communication with those who experienced no
obstacles. The comparison shows (table 8) that respondents who experienced
obstacles in the online communication were less satisfied with the learning
experience and they also reported a lower degree of improvement of their
communication and social/intercultural skills. In the case of the sense of
general satisfaction, the difference between the two independent groups is
statistically significant (p < 0.05), while in case of the improvement of
communication and social/ intercultural skills the difference is on the verge of

significance.

Table 8: Differences in general satisfaction and the improvement of skills according to

the experience of obstacles in e-PROFMAN programme

ronsaes | M| P qrero | P
General satisfaction T\le: 2?; : ?? 2141 0.046
Communication skills T\le: 2;2 ;gg -1.962 0.054
Social/intercultural skills T\le: 2;2 (132? -1.987 0.051

Apart from obstacles in the online communication/collaboration, e-PROFMAN
participants were also asked about the advantages of virtual collaboration in

this particular course.

Table 9: Advantages of virtual collaboration in e-PROFMAN courses

Response category

%*

Convenience, comfort (easy to learn, flexibility, expressing genuine 30 4.1
ideas/emotions)

Intercultural experience, international cooperation 30 41.1
Time efficiency 17 23.3
Academic development, gaining practical knowledge 16 21.9
Building on personal qualities (time management, self-discipline, IT 14 19.2
skills, English language etc.)

Online, e-availability 11 15.1
Specifics of the course (teachers, materials, learning environment) 11 15.1
Social aspects (meeting new people) 8 11.0
Teamwork and improving teamwork skills 6 8.2
Developing communication skills 5 6.8
Other (e.g. money, cost savings) 7 9.6
None, no response 5 6.8

*The sum of % is above 100, as multiple codes were possible with a single participant. Percentage

for each category is calculated on the total number of survey respondents (n = 73).
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The question was fully open with no predefined answers. Participants’
responses were coded into similar categories and the aggregated results are
shown in the table below. The two most frequently mentioned advantages refer
to convenience and/or comfort of participating in an online course (41.1%) and
to the acquisition of intercultural experience by cooperating with international
participants (41.1%). Other frequently mentioned advantages refer to time
efficiency (23.3%), academic development (21.9%) and development of personal
qualities (19.2%).

7 Conclusion

In this paper we first attempted to summarise the relevance of the effective
collaboration and communication in online courses and then to empirically
demonstrate the linkage between the online communication and participants’
satisfaction with the course, which is assumed to be one of the key outcome
variables to measure the success of particular course. Evaluation data for three
different online courses and programmes were analysed and compared for the
purpose of this paper. These courses were substantially different in terms of
general objectives, scope, duration, workload (intensity), requirements,
assignments and activities and therefore it is rather difficult to attribute the
observed differences to the specific characteristics of a particular course. To do
this, an in-depth analysis of the implementation of each course/programme
would be required and a standardised measuring instrument should be used to
be able to directly compare relevant indicators. However, the main objective of
this analysis was not so much to argue about the differences between the
courses but to demonstrate the importance of a high quality of communication
that would lead to participants’ satisfaction and other outcome variables (such
as reported improvement/development of skills).

In all three online programmes, the participants’ general satisfaction was high
and some other general indicators related to the overall satisfaction were mostly
positive as well. Also, participants in all three programmes were quite positive
about the course’s contribution to the development of communication-related
skills. However, general evaluation indicators for the Virtual summer school
were somewhat worse than for the other two: participants were less satisfied
and also, according to their opinions, the course was less effective in improving
their communication-related skills. This discrepancy might be attributed to a
short duration of the course and/or to a large heterogeneity of the participants
- they were from 28 different countries and they may have been substantially
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different both in terms of prior experiences with online learning and in terms of
expectations from the course.

When assessing the drivers (predictors) of satisfaction, it was found out that
both in the case of the Virtual summer school and the e-PROFMAN programme
the perception of the usefulness of the course activities is what correlates the
strongest with general satisfaction. This confirms the fact that for successful
online courses, the design and planning of the course is crucial. Materials,
activities and assignments should be carefully chosen to allow for the
achievement of intended learning outcomes, which should in turn be aligned to
the course objectives. In addition, the perception of the learning management
system being well-structured and the perception of usefulness of the provided
communication tools proved to be other (though less important) significant
predictors of general satisfaction in the e-PROFMAN courses, but not in Virtual
summer school. This indicates that structure, navigation and the provision of
proper communication tools in the learning management system is highly
important as well, as it provides the participant the opportunity to efficiently
interact with the material, teacher and other colleagues and thus compensating
for the lack of personal contacts. In the case of the MOOC, the interactivity of
assignments was recognised as one of the key predictors of general
satisfaction, again pointing to the fact that in a more or less static learning
environment it was the interactive assignments, which demanded
interaction/collaboration with teacher/colleagues (such as interactive virtual
sessions for practicing teamwork skills) that contributed most to the general
satisfaction.

The link between the quality of interaction and/or online communication on the
one side and satisfaction on the other side was further demonstrated by
moderate-to-strong correlation coefficients in all three programmes.
Participants with stronger perceptions regarding the course’s contribution to
the  improvement/development  of = communication-related  skills
(communication skills, social/intercultural skills, teamwork skills), reported a
significantly higher general satisfaction with a particular course.

More evidence for the close relationship between online communication and the
relevant outcome variables comes from the e-PROFMAN programme, where two
groups of participants were compared according to their experience of
obstacles in online communication (such as passive fellow students, difficulties
with building relationships online, technical difficulties, intercultural differences
etc.). Those who experienced obstacles in online communication were less
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satisfied with the programme and also less positive about the programme’s
contribution to the improvement of communication-related skills, in comparison
with those who did not experience any obstacles.

The empirical findings described in this paper are in line with previous research,
which has emphasised interaction (and communication as interaction takes
place by communicating) as a key determinant of student learning success and
satisfaction in online courses (Cummings at al., 2015; Robyler and Wiencke,
2004). This has important implications for the design and implementation of
further online learning courses. To ensure the achievement of learning
outcomes and a high satisfaction of participants, collaboration
activities/assignments supported by proper communication tools to facilitate
interaction and communication should play a significant role in online education
programmes. Apart from proper course design, it is also very important that the
courses are properly implemented and managed to ensure smooth
communication flows in all directions. Teacher and tutors are responsible to
ensure and encourage high quality communication that is clear, timely, efficient,
ethical, personal and/or task oriented (e.g. assessment feedback). The design
and implementation of online courses becomes even more demanding when the
courses are targeted to multicultural and multinational groups of participants.
Managing international groups, such as in Virtual summer school and the e-
PROFMAN programme, requires even more detailed planning, especially when
participants are very diverse in terms of their cultural background. Therefore
communication, collaboration and assignments should carefully be adapted to
different needs, expectations, habits and value systems.
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13 Project Implementation and Evaluation:
The e-PROFMAN Case Study

Nusa Lazar, Bojan Georgievski, Pinar Aslan

Abstract: The mission of the Erasmus+ project e-PROFMAN (Joint Online
Programme for Professional Development in Innovative Management,
Leadership and Strategic Communication) is providing accessibility to online
learning and learners-directed approach for professional development,
establishing interaction and networking among peers and professionals from
different European countries and establishing transnational cooperation with
the business communities in Macedonia, Slovenia and Turkey. Developing free
online resources and learning materials relevant to the specific areas and online
classes that are designed with a practical point of view were implemented into
the programme. The online education in the programme is supported by blended
learning activities which support the virtual mobility of online classes (such as
Student Camp, Final Seminar).

The article analyses the regular annual evaluation surveys of the members of
the Consortium Board as well as student surveys, which were collected after
each module was completed. During the project different quality assurance
activities and tasks were implemented. One of the key quality assurance
activities was the preparation of the Quality Assurance Plan (QAP) which is
described in detail in this paper.

Keywords: Enrolment process, programme implementation, programme
evaluation, LMS, QAP.

1 International Erasmus+ projects and e-PROFMAN

“Globalisation, internationalisation, virtualisation and industrialisation are
four terms characterising four complex processes that touch on many areas
of life nowadays. Naturally, higher education cannot be excluded from these
trends that force single universities to share and exchange resources
through international networks and to exercise flexibility when designing
educational programmes and services in order to meet the demands of
industry” (Alaoutinen and Voracek, 2003).

International educational projects have been essential and popular for quite a
long time since they enable students and lecturers to collaborate with people
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from different countries to improve the learning environment in many different
aspects. With the rise of new technologies, such projects have become much
more practical and multi-directional thanks to new concepts such as virtual
mobility, distance learning, transnational education, and exchange programmes.

Virtual mobility, with the support of the learning environment, presents an
innovation in mobility combined with an international experience online. The
number of studies on the topic of virtual mobility is increasing. Beel and Keegen
(2010) analysed two European projects where information technologies were
used to help students in physical mobility programmes and enable other
students to try virtual mobility. In his study, Woyenski (2014) analysed factors
that influenced students’ intercultural development and experiences when
joining educational mobility. In their study, Ritonija and Macek (2016) analysed
virtual mobility at DOBA Business School, which was first implement in the
2005/2006 academic year and has had a participation over 1.600 students from
31 different countries.

This study aims to analyse an Erasmus+ project, e-PROFMAN, which is a joint
online professional programme in innovative management, leadership, and
strategic communication with a focus on the implementation, organisation, and
evaluation of the project.

“The Erasmus Charter for Higher Education (ECHE) provides the general quality
framework for European and international cooperation activities that a higher
education institution (HEI) may carry out within the Erasmus+ Programme”
(EACEA, 2018). Erasmus+ projects enable institutions in Europe and partner
countries come together for a common purpose and collaborate to provide
better learning opportunities. “Erasmus+ includes a strong international
dimension: cooperation with Partner Countries notably in the field of higher
education and youth, through institutional partnerships, youth cooperation and
mobility worldwide” (EACEA, 2017b).

In Erasmus+ projects, the key is to facilitate the transition between education

and work. Erasmus+ projects provide
“funding for more than 25.000 partnerships across 125.000 education,
training and youth organisations and enterprises. These organisations work
with peers in other countries in their own sector and other sectors to
develop, transfer and implement innovative education, training and youth
practices. For example, they develop new teaching practices or curricula, or
allow students to study real-life cases in business and industry" (EACEA,
2017a).
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Hence, Erasmus+ projects focus on making students learn about theory from a
practical angle. This sort of education aims to boost employability of the
students and their sense of entrepreneurship. Another other key point in
Erasmus+ projects is to provide “support for more than 300 large partnerships
among education institutions and enterprises to tackle skills gaps and foster start-
ups" (EACEA, 2017a).

Taking these key points into account, the e-PROFMAN project is designed as an
online professional programme that aims to equip students with competences
for innovative management, leadership and strategic communication in order
for them to be able to create and sustain positive changes in organisations. The
project which is a collaborative Erasmus+ funded project by Macedonia,
Slovenia, and Turkey has a working date from September 2015 to August 2018.
The institutions engaged in the project are The School of Journalism and Public
Relations from Macedonia, DOBA Business School from Slovenia, and Istanbul
University from Turkey. The vision of the project is
“Expanding the programme of the virtual campus in the region of South-East
Europe (SEE) and raising awareness of young people of the importance of
lifelong learning and new ICT for their career growth, which will contribute
to a more qualified workforce for employers or develop self-made
businesses and increase transnational employability”.

The mission can be summarised as
“providing accessibility to online learning and a learners-directed approach
for professional development, establishing interaction and networking
among peers and professionals from different European countries and
establishing transnational cooperation with the business communities in
Macedonia, Slovenia and Turkey” (e-PROFMAN, 2015a).

Students who are admitted following the application process are able to choose
five classes from eight classes in total. The curriculum is practically-oriented
and visibly tied to real-world experiences. Topics are adapted to the market
challenges and needs. The online courses incorporate service-learning
opportunities that allow students to engage in client-focused projects.
Mentoring and a problem-based approach aim to provide students with new
skills that can be implemented in their professional work life (e-PROFMAN,
2015c). Online classes that are designed with a practical point of view are as
follows (e-PROFMAN, 2015c):

e From a Sparkle to a Flame: The Power of Creation by Marina Letonja and

Anita Macek;
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e Linking Business, Strategies and Communication by Fatih Ozkoyuncu and
Oguz Kus;

e How to Make Things Work: Achieving Results by Tanja Kocjan Stjepanovic,
Jelena Janevska and Pinar Eraslan Yayinoglu;

e Think Like a Leader, Act Like a Leader: Leadership Reasoning by Kosta
Petrov and Aysegiil Ozbebek Tung;

e Creative Business Instincts by Natalie C. Postruznik and Jelena Janevska;

e Future Trends in Corporate and Marketing Communication by Seda Mengij,
Pinar Aslan, Iztok Sila and Marina Tuneva;

e Intercultural Communications by Marina Tuneva, Mia MiSe, Natasa Ritonija
and Pinar Aslan;

e Using Research @ The Workplace by Ljupco Efremov.

The online education is supported by blended learning activities which support
the virtual mobility of online classes. The blended learning activities offered by
the e-PROFMAN project are students’ camp, job shadowing, and a final seminar.
These face-to-face (f2f) meetings are also useful for getting together, sharing
experiences and discussing best practices with professionals from different
countries. Students have opportunities to meet the other participants and
lecturers, who have been accompanying them throughout the whole programme,
and learn how to relate with people with very different cultural backgrounds. By
getting to know each other, students are challenged to improve their dialogue
and understanding and to overcome many intercultural stereotypes (e-
PROFMAN, 2015b).

1.1 Roles and responsibilities of project partners

This project is planned and implemented by three partner countries. The School
of Public Relations and Journalism from Macedonia is the project leader with
the role of planning, monitoring and overseeing the implementation of the
Project. The primary duty of the project leader is to manage the process while
confirming all the actions, ensuring that decisions that are made are fully
adopted by the project consortium which consists of all three countries. In a
nutshell, the project leader aims to act as a central hub for all partners.

All activities are clearly defined and distributed among all partners in regard to
the transnational project approach. Furthermore, the intellectual, organisational
and technical contribution of all partners are incorporated in the project’s
management and outputs. Still, each project partner is responsible for its
delegated ground activities such as project management meetings, research,
staff workshops, promotion and enrolment process, face-to-face learning
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activities, evaluation, etc. Therefore, each partner covers different areas of
project management - planning, implementation, control and budgeting,
promotion, risk management, logistics, and evaluation, in order to achieve the
objectives of the Project and ensure that the envisioned results are being
achieved.

2 Implementation and evaluation of the e-PROFMAN
project - necessary steps for a successfully mastered
project

2.1 Promotional campaign and enrolment process

Approx. 10,000 young working practitioners and students were targeted for the
promotional campaigns conducted by the project partners. Promotional
campaigns were carried out from October 25th until November 25, 2016 in the
languages of Macedonian, Slovenian and Turkish as well as in English via online
and direct promotions. SJPR, DOBA Business School and Istanbul University
used their business and community links, and media relations to promote e-
PROFMAN. Additionally, the SJPR partnered with the National Agency in
Macedonia to spread awareness about the programme and attract more
students who would be interested in enrolling. In terms of the communication
methods used, various tools were utilised by the project consortium to attract
potential students. The project team created the e-PROFMAN website that
contains all the relevant information about the programme and lists the courses
offered as well as a listing of lecturers involved in the programme in all
countries.

Furthermore, social media was used aggressively by the project teams who
disseminated information about e-PROFMAN enrolment opportunities through
their social media pages (on Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn). An e-leaflet was
also created, that contained crucial information about the programme which
was then disseminated through social media. Potential students were able to
learn about the duration of the programme and its goals and objectives, as well
as the intended results that would impact their career development. E-mail
communication was also utilised. Through several e-newsletters, the partners
informed their partner organisations about the value of enrolling in the e-
PROFMAN programme. As the programme progressed, video testimonials from
the lecturers were also developed and published on the partner organisations
websites and social networks, and the programme was also promoted via
traditional media (interviews).
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One hundred and forty-nine (149) students were enrolled in the e-PROFMAN
Programme. The students came from 9 countries - Macedonia, Turkey, Slovenia,
Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Egypt, Kazakhstan and Saudi Arabia.
According to the enrolment statistics, eligible candidates for enrolment were
young and mid-career professionals or students enrolled in their Bachelor
studies who were no older than 35 years old, and who had acquired at least a
high-school diploma and were employed.

The call for enrolment was published on the website of the project
www.eprofman.eu and accompanying social media pages and was constantly
disseminated during the promotional campaign. All applications were submitted
online and a commission then reviewed the applications and assessed whether
the applicant me all relevant criteria that was predetermined by the consortium.
Afterwards, the project consortia conducted interviews with the candidates in
order to evaluate the applicant’'s motivation, ambitions and English language
speaking proficiency.

2.2 Implementation of the programme

The implementation ran smoothly since the consortium prepared all relevant
documents and quidelines for both students and teachers in advance. The
documents contained all information regarding the process of learning,
teaching, as well as administrative and technical aspects of e-PROFMAN. The
guidelines also explained how the online learning and teaching process would
be delivered as well as the used methods and resources for teaching. Moreover,
it outlined the roles and responsibilities of students and lecturers, the use of the
learning management system, the way the students’ assessment would be
conducted as well as the awarding of ECTS credits. Thus, students had an
accurate depiction of what they would be facing during the programme. All
materials were made part of the Learning Management System that was the
online learning system used by the teachers as well as the students.

The LMS provided a virtual learning environment (virtual classroom, online
lectures and seminars, video streaming, chat rooms, e-mails etc.) and at the
same time retained the students' e-portfolios. Furthermore, the LMS contained
all resources for the learning process and allowed easy access to the data by all
consortia partners and participants at any time.

Each of the courses had a course holder and an assisting lecturer with equal
involvement during the development and delivering of the course. However, one
lecturer was in charge of the course implementation. The process of course
design was completed as follows: each course team develops the syllabus,
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which was reviewed by the Consortium Board to ensure the quality of the course.
The final syllabus was then delivered to the course lecturers. The lecturers had
outstanding cooperation and regular communication during the course
implementation and delivery. Five courses (out of 8) were put together by mixed
teams of lecturers from Macedonia, Slovenia and Turkey: Intercultural
Communications, Think like a Leader, Act like a Leader: Leadership Reasoning,
Creative Business Instincts, Future Trends in Corporate and Marketing
Communication, and How to Make Things Work: Achieving Results. The quality
of the programmes was reflected in the evaluation reports of the students, who
positively graded as all courses completed during the programme. They also
positively graded their communication and interaction with the lecturers.

2.2.1 Students’ camp

A milestone of the project was the organisation of the Students’ Camp "Real
Problem, Real Solution, Real Professional’ held between 5-9 July in Ohrid,
Macedonia. The Camp focused on providing students with skills and knowledge
based on practical assignments and real-life examples. More than 75 lecturers
and students had the opportunity to work on practical problems and take part in
team assignments. The students attended three different workshops: (1)
Creation of Innovative Product; (2) Digital Public Relation Campaigns or (3)
Innovative Pull Communications Strategies.

The students acquired skills in planning, developing innovative products /
services and business canvas, public relations through social media, managing
digital communication and global understanding as well as soft skills for
teamwork, leadership, decision-making and public speaking. During the
completion of the tasks, students were in direct consultations with, and
mentored by the lecturers, who lead the teams solely in the applying of acquired
skills and techniques. The online database of learning materials and OER were
available for access on the Learning Management System. At the end of the
Camp, students teams delivered a public presentation using visual aids, and
peer-learning was enhanced by Q&A sessions after each presentation. By
completing the workshop on the Students™ Camp, students obtained 3 ECTS
credits.

2.2.2 Final seminar

At the Final Seminar, participants demonstrated the acquired knowledge and
skills during their work on client-focused projects. The students from different
countries, working in two main fields, produced strategies for real companies in
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which they implemented theories and practices of innovative management,
leadership and strategic communication. The strategies were based on a
professional situation that was representative for the profession, occurred
repeatedly and was about substantial problems that happen daily. During the
seminar, each team worked on the brief to be given by the respective
professional, and cooperated closely with their mentor to prepare a project.
However, solely the team was responsible for the project results. The team work
was presented in front of the entire "class”" and finally, by completing the
workshop on the Final Seminar, students obtained 3 ECTS credits.

2.3 Evaluation by students, professors and Consortium Board

2.3.1 Evaluation by Consortium Board

The Consortium Board consists of a project manager and project and financial
assistant from SJPR, and two project coordinators from DOBA and IU. The
Consortium Board members are responsible for project management on daily
operational level: from its inception to execution, including planning, execution
and managing the people, resources and scopes (Lazar et al., 2018).

After each year of the project e-PROFMAN the Consortium Board were asked to
fill out the Questionnaire so that the Consortium Board could evaluate the work
of the consortium during the year. So far two of these questionnaires have been
sent out and evaluated, with the next evaluation for the Consortium Board
planned for June 2018.

The questionnaire is prepared with open questions. The fields treated are as
following: project management, implementation, monitoring and evaluation,
dissemination. In brief the results of the questionnaire are:
Project management
Project activities are clearly determined and distributed among all partners,
as well as delivered on time. The intellectual, organisational and technical
contribution of all partners is equally incorporated in the project’s
management and outputs (from promotional campaign, enrolment process,
to management of the teaching process).

The current work (coordination and communication) and work results of
specially established teams in the project (Teaching, Administrative and IT
Team) are carried out successfully and on time.

Implementation
The main developments in the project during the last years were carried out
on time and completed by the schedule set at the beginning of the project.
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All intellectual outputs were achieved and reached as initially planned
(courses, teaching and learning materials, OERs, LMS, promotional
materials).

Encountered challenges or/and problems in implementing the project goals

were:

o the time for realization of activities was tight due to the complexity of
the project and the schedule was seen as restrictive, but the project
partners handled the project’s obligations within the planned time-
frame;

e the online educational model and LMS were confusing at the beginning,
but this was not affected the completion of project obligations;

e communication between team members was reported as challenge
because of different countries and time zones, but all lectureres and
students were dedicated to complete their obligations on time and in a
quality manner;

e funds for promotion and dissemination of project’s results were lacking,
still the most commonly used tools were briefings, newsletters, websites
and social media announcements, as well as several papers for
international conferences/journals.

Monitoring and evaluation

Formal agreements were signed between the SJPR as the project leader,
DOBA Business School and the Istanbul University whereby all rights and
responsibilities for the project implementation are clearly defined as well as
how funding and revenue are allocated. All activities within the project were
detailed and operationalised within the Annual Cooperation Plan by all
partner organisations. The time-line is a vital tool for overseeing all activities
and following the projects' progress.

A precise budget consisting of total envisaged costs related to all activities
per partners and per years was prepared.

Regular scheduled reports were submitted by the partners to the SJIPR in 3
monthly intervals in order to identify the status of activities encountered in
the completion of work. They use a standard template that provides specifics
on achievements related to the project’s objectives reached in the current
time period, and a 3-month financial 'snapshot’ showing resource usage
status.

A Quality Assurance Plan was produced in order to manage the proper day-
to-day running of the project.
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Skype meetings at regular intervals were held among representatives of all
partner HElIs prior to all project activities in order to agree on objectives and
monitor achieved results.

Frequent e-mail communication between the Consortium Board members as

well as with the IT, Administrative and Teaching Staff allowed for the

continuation of the project through a constant stream of output.
Dissemination

Dissemination activities include scientific articles presented to international

scientific conferences and publications, scientific monograph at HEls,

dissemination as a result of communication strategy of HEIs and
dissemination of OERs.

2.3.2 Evaluation by professors and evaluation by students

Clear procedures for ongoing quality assurance for the Online Programme
include feedback from the students and the lecturers. Their opinions on teaching
and the learning process are taken into account in order to improve the quality
of the Programme.

Table 1: Number of participating students by course and the response rate of student
questionnaires after each course

Number of Number of

participating filled out Response
Course students at course | questionnaires (%)
From a Sparkle to a Flame: The Power 61 54 88.52
of Creation
Linking Business, Strategies and 70 41 58.57
Communications
How to Make Things Work: Achieving 40 26 65.00
Results
Think Like a Leader, Act Like a Leader: 54 34 62.96
Leadership Reasoning
Creative Business Instincts 45 20 44.44
Future Trends in Corporate and 55 34 61.81
Marketing Communication
Intercultural Communications 49 33 67.34
Using Research @ the Workplace 48 20 41.66

Source: collected data of online questionnaires after each course (own calculations).

Throughout the course year, a survey was conducted among the participating
students regarding their satisfaction with the implementation of each course.
The sample comprises of 149 students who are enrolled in the programme; each
of them could take 1 or up to 8 courses. For each course the number of
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participating students and the number of filled out questionnaires are presented
(the response rate) are presented in table 1 on previous page. As seen in Table
1 the number of participants per course differentiates from 40 to 70
participants. The response rate of students filling out the questionnaires is from
41.66 % t0 8.52 %.

In Table 2 the average student satisfaction with the course in general (by
different sub-questions) is presented. In average the students were satisfied
with the courses (the average grade is from 4,2 to 4,4; where 5 is the best grade
and 1 is the worse). The standard deviation for all sub-questions is around 0,90
that means that the average grades differ +/- 0,90 from the average grade. Over
all we can conclude, that the students were generally satisfied with the courses.

Table 2: The average satisfaction with the courses (where 5 is the best grade and 1 is
the worst) and standard deviation that refer to the course in general (n=262)

Standard
Sub-question Average | Variance | deviation
How well was the course prepared and organized 420 0,8512 0,92
There w&_ar_e sufficient materials (books, articles, videos etc.) 430 0,8881 094
for acquiring new knowledge
There were a suff|0|ent. pumber of. assignments, activities 443 0,8037 0,90
and/or projects for acquiring new skills
The assignments were correspondent to the contents (theory) | 4,33 0,7505 0,87
E::nit:arnmg Management System enables the online 439 0,8707 0,93

Source: collected data of online questionnaires after each course (own calculations).

In Table 3 the evaluation of the knowledge, competencies and skills that
students developed in the courses is presented. On average the students were
satisfied with the knowledge and competencies they developed (the average
grade around 4,0; where 5 is the best grade and 1 is the worse). The standard
deviation is for all sub-questions around 1,0 that means that the average grades
differ +/- 1,0 from the average grade. Over all we can conclude, that the students
were generally satisfied with the knowledge, competencies and skills they
developed.

Throughout the course year, a course report was also prepared by the
participating professors regarding their work and experiences during their
courses. The sample comprises of 15 professors who are responsible for
preparing and presenting the programme courses. Two 2 of the professors
participated in 2 different courses and filled a report for each course separately.
The key results of the professors’ reports are presented in Table 4 and Table 5
below.
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Table 3: The evaluation of the knowledge, competencies and skills that students
developed in the courses (where 5 is the best grade and 1 is the worst) and standard

deviation that refer to each competence (n=262)

Knowledge, Competences, Skills Average | Variance | Std. deviation
Professional knowledge and competences (regarding 407 09247 096
the content of the course)

Informatl.on_ literacy skills (use of tools for 417 07999 0,89
communication on the course)

Knowledge and competencies in written and oral

communication (communication in the team, 417 0,8867 0,94
arguably professional writing ...)

Entrepreneurial and management skills (the ability to

problem-solving, flexibility, conflict resolution, 411 0,9736 0,99
critical thinking...)

Innovation and creativity 4,06 1,0202 1,01
Personal development (self-initiative, positive 421 1,0585 1,03

orientation, continuous learning...)

Source: collected data of online questionnaires after each course (own calculations).

In Table 4 the evaluation of courses by professors is presented. They were very
satisfied with the implemented curriculum and the materials the students used
to acquire new knowledge. Also the assignments' corresponded to the contents
and the practical nature of the courses. All the mentioned fields were assessed
with the highest mark by all professors - 5,0 (where 5 is the best grade and 1 is
the worse). The standard deviation is for all sub-questions related to the
evaluation of the course is 0,0 or 0,24 that means that the professors all

evaluated the courses in a similar manner.

Table 4: The evaluation of courses by professors (where 5 is the best grade and 1 is the
worst) and standard deviation that refers to each question (n=17)

Std.
The following questions refer to the course Average | deviation
You have implemented the curriculum completely and timely 5,00 0,00
You have enough time for realization of the activities 4,65 0,61
Activities were clearly determined and distributed among all lectures
. 4,94 0,24
responsible for the course
There were sufficient materials (books, articles, videos etc.) for acquiring
5,00 0,00
new knowledge (development of knowledge)
There was a sufficient number of assignments, activities and/or projects for
o . 4,94 0,24
acquiring new skills (development of competences)
The assignments were correspondent to the contents (theory)
. 5,00 0,00
(practical nature of the course)

Source: collected data of online questionnaires after each course (own calculations).

A higher deviation (0,61) is found in the sub-question related to time for
realization of the activities, which the professors evaluated differently. In total

Linking business and communication: From a sparkle to a flame



Project implementation and evaluation:
The e-PROFMAN case study

we can conclude, that the professors were generally very satisfied with the
courses.

In Table 5 the evaluation of the students’ work by professors is presented. The
average grade for each segment of the students’ work differentiates from 3,8 to
4,8 (where 5 is the best grade and 1 is the worse). We can conclude that the
professors were satisfied with the students’ work — being the most satisfied with
the assigned topics that were in accordance with students’ capabilities to
complete the assignments; and the least satisfied with students’ work during
the course.

Table 5: The evaluation of the students’ work by professors (where 5 is the best grade
and 1 is the worst) and standard deviation that refers to each question (n=17)

Std.
The following questions refer to the students work. Average | deviation
The students, when preparing their assignments, always used the online
. 4,06 0,75
resources you have provided
The response from the students when preparing their tasks 4,38 0,55
The assigned topics were in accordance with the students’ capabilities
for 4,79 0,40
completing the assignments
Team work of students during the course 3,84 0,70
The lectures and assignments have allowed the students to accomplish
. . 4,76 0,56
the results foreseen in the curriculum
I'm satisfied with students’ performance 4,50 0,56

Source: collected data of online questionnaires after each course (own calculations).

We also measured with correlation coefficients how strong of a relationship
there is between two variables in our collected data. For our analyses we used
the Pearson'’s correlation measure of the linear correlation between two sets of
data. The sets of data we measured were:

"The assigned topics were in accordance with the students’ capabilities for
completing the assignments” (from the questionnaires of the lectures) and
"There were a sufficient number of assignments, activities and/or projects for
acquiring new skills" (from the questionnaires of the students);

"The lectures and assignments have allowed the students to accomplish the
results foreseen in the curriculum” (from the questionnaires of the lectures) and
"Professional knowledge and competences (regarding the content of the
course)" (from the questionnaires of the students);
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"I'm satisfied with students’ performance” (from the questionnaires of the
lectures) and "How well was the course prepared and organized” (from the
questionnaires of the students).

In Table 6 the above mentioned sets of data are presented with their Pearson's
correlation coefficient. The range of the Pearson's correlation coefficient is from
-1to 1. Our results are as following:

Table 6: Pearson’s coefficient for selected sets of data from the questionnaires for the

lectures and form the questionnaires for the students
Pearson's
Sets of data compared coefficient
The assigned topics were in accordance with the students’ capabilities for
completing the assignments

There were a sufficient number of assignments, activities and/or projects for
acquiring new skills

The lectures and assignments have allowed the students to accomplish the results
foreseen in the curriculum 0,74
Professional knowledge and competences (regarding the content of the course)
I'm satisfied with students’ performance

How well was the course prepared and organized

0,96

Source: collected data of online questionnaires after each course (own calculations).

Variables "The assigned topics were in accordance with the students’ capabilities
for completing the assignments” and "There were a sufficient number of
assignments, activities and/or projects for acquiring new skills" lie on a perfect
straight line with a positive slope. Pearson’s correlation coefficient is 1, as the
value of one variable increases, so does the value of the other variable.

Variables "The lectures and assignments have allowed the students to accomplish
the results foreseen in the curriculum” and '"Professional knowledge and
competences (regarding the content of the course)” indicate a strong positive
correlation, since the Pearson's correlation coefficient 0,74 (or 74 %).

Variables "I'm satisfied with students’ performance” and "How well was the course
prepared and organized” indicate a very strong positive correlation, since the
Pearson'’s correlation coefficient 0,96 (or 96 %).

The variables we studied are connected and correlated (based on the positive
Pearson's correlation coefficient). We cannot discuss the influences of one
variable to another, since the Pearson’s correlation coefficient does not explain
that aspect of the variable.
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2.4 Quality assurance activities

During the project different quality assurance activities and tasks are
implemented. The quality assurance activities focus on verifications of the use
of proper project management procedures and actions, and the definition and
verifications of the outputs, and as such are rather project specific (European
Commission, 2016).

One of the key quality assurance activities during the project is the preparation
of the Quality Assurance Plan (QAP). The QAP is a document which contains
information that is required for the proper day-to-day running of the mentioned
project. The document focuses on quality assurance, evaluation, risk
management and dissemination. This document is an ever-evolving document;
with updates as a new version provided when necessary (Lazar et al., 2018).

The QAP also includes chapters regarding budget control and time
management. External funding and revenue among the project partners are
allocated according to the signed formal agreements. The budget consists of
total envisaged costs, which are completely related to all activities undertaken
within the project and transparent financial reporting by all partners is obligatory
and ensured. In addition, financial management meetings counter any external
or internal events.

A time-line (General Three-Year Cooperation Plan) is a vital tool for overseeing
all activities and is also a part of the QAP. All activities have determined dates
and clear deadlines in order to deliver in a timely manner the envisioned outputs.
Regular control of the mentioned activities is an obligation of all partners. The
duration of each activity is determined by its priority and complexity of
implementation. The project activities are also time-complemented so that they
do not overlap. Hence, partner organisations have a detailed plan when each of
the partners should conduct every task so they all can collaborate in the project
management. This allows enough time for the planning, organisation, and
implementation of the planned activities. At the same time this also largely
reduces the risk of errors.

The focal point of quality assurance and monitoring control are deliverables. The
members of the Evaluation Board from each project partner are responsible for
the evaluation of the quality of the deliverables. Such quality assurance is part
of the reporting process and is stated in detailed in the QAP. These activities
include the above mentioned evaluation by students, evaluation by professors
and evaluation by the Consortium Board.
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Reporting is also a part of the QAP. The requirements for this activity are based
on the Commission’s regulation as contained in the contract, but they also have
project specific aspects. During the project various report types are produced:
internal reports, progress reports, interim reports, evaluation research reports,
and final report.

A detailed risk management plan is developed utilising the proper methodology
and is also a part of the QAP. It takes into consideration the economic and social
context of the environment, as well as predicts problems and risks that can
appear during the project (and who and how will be affected by them).

The final part of the QAP is the dissemination chapter. All three project partners
are responsible for the implementation of the dissemination of the project’s
results, but the overall responsibility is on the project coordinators. The manners
and tools for dissemination are incorporated in all activities along with a detailed
dissemination plan. The project partners agree to make available their tools and
techniques, contacts and networks, and, most importantly, their know-how and
expertise for the dissemination of the project’'s activities and results. The
partner HEIs also link project activities to their own event and dissemination
activities.

3 Conclusion

The e-PROFMAN project is designed as an online professional programme that
aims to equip students with competences for innovative management,
leadership and strategic communication in order to be able to create and sustain
positive changes in organisations. The project is a collaborative Erasmus+
funded project by Macedonia, Slovenia, and Turkey. The implementation of the
project ran smoothly, due to a well prepared initial promotional campaign which
assured in finding highly motivated young professionals as participants. Also,
the ability of the consortium, to prepare in advance all relevant documents and
guidelines for both students and teachers was one of the reasons for the well-
implemented programme. The LMS provided a virtual learning environment
(virtual classroom, online lectures and seminars, video streaming, chat rooms,
e-mails etc.) which was agreed among partners and enabled a virtual
cooperation of students and lectures form different countries.

Clear procedures for ongoing quality assurance of the online programme
included feedback from the students and the lecturers, as well as regular
evaluation by the Consortium Board. After each course, questionnaires for
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students and lectures were distributed. Based on these questionnaires different
segments of the courses were evaluated with statistical methods. Based on the
results we can conclude that the students graded the courses as very positive.
They also graded the communication and interaction with the international
lecturers as positive. The knowledge, competencies and skills they gained
during the programme were also graded very positive. Professors were very
satisfied with the curriculum implemented and the materials they used to assist
the students in acquiring new knowledge. The correlation between our selected
variables is positive and linear (based on the positive Pearson’s correlation
coefficient).

Also, the processed questionnaires of the Consortium Board and the data gained
indicate that the work of the board was successful. The fields looked at in the
questionnaires were as follows: project management, implementation,
monitoring and evaluation, dissemination. Partner institutions were very
successful in execution of all these topics.

Overall, the implementation of the e-PROFMAN programme (form the desk
research, to the promotional campaign and the enrolment process to the
conducted courses) was very prosperous. The success of the programme also
shows how the regular evaluation of the different segments of the programme,
as well as the focus on quality control assured a positive experience for all
involved.
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Review of a Monograph: Instead of
Conclusion

1 Monograph’s Basic Data

Monograph:  "Linking Business and Communication: From a Sparkle to a
Flame"

Book collection: Lessons from economic and applied business and social
studies

Editor: Pedja ASanin Gole (editorial matter, selection, individual
chapters; individual chapters - the contributors)

Foreword: Prof. Dr. Rasto Ovin

Contributors:  Dejan Andonov, Pinar Aslan, Pedja ASanin Gole, Natalie Cvikl
Postruznik, Marko Divjak, Ljupto Efremov, Pinar Eraslan-
Yayinoglu, Jelena Janevska, Meri Karanfilovska, Tanja Kocjan
Stjepanovi¢, Dimitar Kovacevski, 0guz Kus, NuSa Lazar, Anita
Macek, Marina Letonja, Seda Mengii, Aydemir Okay, Ayla Okay,
Aysegiil 0zbebek Tung, Fatih Ozkoyuncu, Natasa Ritonija, Iztok
Sila, Jasna Suhadolc, Zaneta Trajkoska, Marina Tuneva.

Published by:  DOBA Business School (DOBA Faculty of Applied Business and
Social Studies), Maribor, Slovenia, 2018.

2 Assessment of the Overall Approach

The central theme of this monograph is the contact points and the links between
business and soft skills which are rounded up by interpersonal interactions -
communication and its role in achieving business goals, the realization of
business strategies.

Each chapter of the monograph takes into account the IMRAD structure, in
which the authors present the research carried out in the last three years after
the introductory critical presentations of the relevant literature.

The entire monograph confirms that we live in times of rapid economic, political
and cultural changes. The pace of these changes and the consequences of
increasing globalization are reflected in an environment in which all
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considerations on the objectives for the future regarding business and
communication need to be incorporated.

Communication and management face many of the changes brought about by
globalization and the new economy. At the forefront, there is a new development
paradigm that solves the problem of the rarity of economic resources as the
main driver of development and redirects it to the efficient and successful use
of the available renewable prosperity. Achieving sustainable economic growth
requires, among other, a good business and communication system. As a result
of globalization, internationalization occurs in all areas, which can be seen from
a number of monograph contributions in various ways.

In all chapters, the research approach to clarifying problems, which are
described by the individual authors in their original way in their contributions, is
presented in an original way, and they, together with the appropriate research
methodology, correct citations of sources and final literature, link to a
meaningful whole. The title of the monograph also clearly summarizes the
topics of the themes that are redirected to both the communication field and
other related business areas. In the monograph, authors dedicate their scientific
knowledge to a clear whole and offer an acceptable synthesis of the usefulness
of the results of their findings and research in this segment. In particular, the
present monograph is well rounded up by individual examples of good practices
that present research results also in the real environment.

3 Research profiles

All 13 chapters of the monograph purposefully upgrade and linking business
with communication. The monograph consists of 13 chapters - scientific and
professional articles - written by a total of 25 authors. Apart from two chapters,
researchers and lecturers from all three countries participated in all chapters of
the monograph. The chapters are arranged in such a way that the reader is first
introduced into the basics of entrepreneurship and business, leadership,
innovative management and teamwork in the global environment of global
society.

The first link between business, business strategies and communication, which
is indicated by the longitudinal research of the European Communication
Monitor as one of the major challenges, are sought by the authors in the
communication of corporate governance and corporate social responsibility,
with emphasis on stakeholder management as an important part of
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communication management and at the same time realizing business
strategies. The impact of globalization and new technologies on intercultural
communication, which is becoming increasingly important in cross-border
business, is actually a framework for further study of effective business
communication in the world of chaos, integrated marketing communication and
omnichannel marketing, digital marketing, the use of big data with digital
transformation and understanding of the use of analytics big data in the
storytelling process. This part of the monograph makes a rational round of the
chapter on the methodology and ethics of applied research with a clear overview
of the use of research in business.

The last four chapters present a theoretical and empirical analysis of the
employers' needs for the "soft skills" of their employees (the survey was carried
out in six countries), which was the basis for designing and implementing an
online education program in the e-PROFMAN project, financed by funds
Erasmus+. With a critical overview of the theory and practice of intercultural
communication among young experts and students, the monograph brings us
into the world of mobility, international business and cooperation, which brings
with it new challenges of intercultural communication and virtual mobility as a
modern way with unblemished possibilities of lifelong education. The influence
of increasingly online communication and virtual mobility in the business world
contentively rounds up the connection between business, the implementation of
business strategies, and the role of communication and other soft skills in the
modern world. The last chapter is actually the evaluation report of the e-
PROFMAN project implementation.

4  Structure of the contributing authors

The monograph "Linking business and communication: from a sparkle to a flame"
is the work of 25 authors, higher education teachers from three countries:

e from Macedonia (7 authors: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Ljupco Efremov, Sen. Lect.
Jelena Janevska, Assist. Prof. Dr. Meri Karanfilovska, Assoc. Prof. Dr.
Dimitar Kovacevski, Assist. Prof. Dr. Zaneta Trajkoska, Assist. Prof. Dr.
Marina Tuneva),

o from Slovenia (10 authors: Sen. Lect. Pedja ASanin Gole, Sen. Lect. Natalie
Cvikl Postruznik, Assist. Prof. Dr. Marko Divjak, Sen. Lect. Tanja Kocjan
Stjepanovié, Lect. Nusa Lazar, Assoc. Prof. Dr. Anita Macek, Assist. Prof. Dr.
Marina Letonja, Lect. Natasa Ritonija, Sen. Lect. Iztok Sila, Jasna Suhadolc)
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e and from Turkey (8 authors: Lect. Pinar Aslan, Prof. Dr. Pinar Eraslan-
Yayinoglu, Lect. 0guz Kus, Prof. Dr. Seda Mengii, Prof. Dr. Aydemir Okay,
Prof. Dr. Ayla Okay, Assoc. Prof. Dr. Aysegiil Ozbebek Tung, Lect. Fatih
Ozkoyuncu).

The authors got to know each other and participated in the three years project
financed by Erasmus + and in which they developed a one-year online education
program for young people up to 35 years old in the fields of innovative
management, entrepreneurship, leadership, business and strategic
communication (“e-PROFMAN").

5 Concluding remarks

The chapter in the monograph study business-social phenomena, all of which
address the common theme of business and communication, the challenges
that our society at the moment is facing. The contributions in the monograph
are important as independent contributions for the development of the science
in respective fields. The monograph as a whole is rounded up, effectively
addressing many complex, interdependent business-social phenomena and
processes. The monograph will surely serve as an interesting reading to various
scientists and representatives of professional circles as a source of
scientifically based research and conclusions drawn from them, as well as
suggestions for action, and may also offer ideas for further research.

The content in the monograph certainly fulfills the criterion of didactic and
research suitability, but it should be emphasized that the topic is very relevant
and certainly deserves more attention in the current time.

It is interesting to read the monograph today, at the time of being published, but
it will be interesting to read it later on, perhaps in the context of tracking changes
in the actuality of social challenges over time.

Contributions in the monograph reflect very well the changes in the environment
at the local, regional and global levels, in particular with regard to increasing the
complexity of processes that require a multi- and interdisciplinary approach in
business and communication.

Some contributions also reflect the fact that, due to the increased speed of
technological change, society is becoming increasingly knowledge-based,
where communication plays a key factor in the cultural, socio-economic and
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sustainable development of individuals, communities and nations. Knowledge
has become a fundamental source of economic competitiveness.

As the whole, the text | have reviewed is content-related and structured, up-to-
date and understandable, transparent and convincingly written.

It is a text that can serve as a reference book for students, for stakeholders in
buiness and communication area as well as for general and wider professional
public.

Different methods of the scientific apparatus are used: the authors in the
context summarize international studies from relevant fields at different levels.
These are intertwined with previously performed original theoretical and
empirical studies by participating authors, which are explanatory and
affirmative in nature.

The monograph can be qualified a scientific one. It is a publication in which the
problem of business and communication is dealt with systematically and
comprehensively.

In particular, there is a noticeable fresh explanation of new concepts, links, and
also dilemmas related to the processes of assessing causative effects.

Based on the contents of the monograph, the method of submitting the key parts
of the content and in the light of the scientific and professional appropriateness
of the arguments and explanations used by the authors, it can undoubtedly be
ascertained that the peer-reviewed text is appropriate and consistent with the
purposes of a scientific monograph.

April 27,2018

Prof. Dr. Vito Bobek
University of Applied Sciences FH Joanneum, Graz, Austria
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